TAKARI ALPHABET 
ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT 
15th-16th Centuries 

Takari the popular alphabet of Himachal Pradesh is the direct descendant 
of the Sharada alphabet which as seen above remained the predominant script 
of the region from 9th to 13th centuries. The Takari makes its appearance in 
the 14th century under its earlier denomination of Devashesha. The most 
significant peculiarity of this script distinguishing it from its mother script 
Sharada is the use of loops and triangles in place of the knobs and wedges 
the distinguishing trait of the Sharada. 

NAME 

As regards the origin of the term Takari J.Ph. Vogel 1 suggests two 
etymologies. "It may be connected with tanka which would point to its having 
been in the first instance a commercial alphabet. A parallel is furnished by 
the word Mahajani (from Mahajan "a banker"). Another possibility is to 
connect it with thakur (Sanskrit thakkura ) in which case it may originally 
have been the character used by Rajput land holders". Takari also denotes as 
pointed out by the Vogel 2 the commercial short hand used by the baniyas, 
the trading community of certain districts of the Panjab. However, the relation 
of the latter script with the Takari of the Hills and with the Sharada is not 
explicitly clear as the two appear to be two distinct systems of writing. It 
appears that while the script popular with the elite class of the society and 
that used for official purpose was known as Devashesha, the popular version 
of the same used by the commoners and the business community for 
maintaining records of accounts came to be called Takari. B. Ch. Chabra 3 
suggests that Takari is the later development of Devashesha. The nomenclature 
Devashesha once popular with the local pandits is no longer used now and 
the people today are familiar with only one appellation Takari. 

In course of time Takari developed, great number of varieties each 
neighbouring Hill State or tract having its own peculiar Takari. As pointed 
out by Vogel 4 the popular Takari is in general very difficult to read and most 


of the documents where it is used are very difficult to decipher as they are 
generally written in a very quick hand. Vogel 1 2 3 4 5 was not wrong when he made 
the prediction that the Takari alphabet would be the despair of future 
epigraphists.. 

Even with the popularisation of the Indian National language Hindi and 
its script Devanagari Takari continued to be used side by side with Devanagari 
till 19th century but later it lost the race and was finally displaced by 
Devanagari which was adopted as the Official script. 

DETAILS OF FORMS ' 3 /. r . 1 

We may now discuss the details of the characters of Takari-Devashesha as 
found in the epigraphic records mostly copper plate inscriptions which are 
available in uninterrupted succession and in large numbers from 14th to 18th 
centuries. Since it is impossible to discuss the forms used in all the inscriptions 
we have selected the following representative inscriptions for our present 



1. Guroli Copper inscription of Vairasivarman, Vikram Samvat 1387 (A.D. 
1330) 6 . 

2. Mhesa Copperplate of Bhotavarman, Saka 1318 (A.D. 1396) 7 . 

3. Jungrar plate of Bhotavarman (undated) 8 . 

4. Sangramavarman's grant to Badu Legha (Shastra) 22 (A.D. 1446) 9 . 

5. Mindha Copper plate of Sangramavarman (undated) 10 . 

6. Chamba plate of Anandavarman (son of Sangramavarman) 11 . 

7. Chamba plate of Ganesavarman, Shastra 97 (A.D. 1521-22) 12 . 

8. Ganguya grant of Ganesavarman 13 . 

9. Chamba plate of Balabhadra V.S. 1652 (A.D. 1595) M . 


10. Kulu copper plate grant of Bahadur Singh 1 ''. 







VOWELS 


1. The initial a and a occur in two forms. One, with the two curves open to 
the left connected with the right hand vertical by means of a small 
horizontal bar, is the direct descendant of the Sharada. The other with 
two slanting strokes one connected to the top bar and the other to the 
right hand vertical appears to be close to the form found in the old Nagari 
inscriptions. Both the letters occur mostly with their top closed by means 
of a horizontal bar though in some records the letters occur with open 
tops (cols. Ill, V, X). While a small triangle at the foot of the vertical on 
the left reminiscent of the earlier wedge of the Sharada letter is the 
distinguishing feature of a the length of the vowel in a is marked by a 
curve open to the left and attached to the foot of the vertical as is the 
case in the Sharada. 

2. The initial i with two dots and a curve below occurs in the same form as 
in early Sharada. A peculiar form with a horizontal stroke at the base 
occurs in the Junrar plate of Bhotavarman (col. III) 16 . Another peculiar 
form with the curve inordinately lengthened upwards on the left and the 
two dots placed on the right occurs in the Guroli plate of Vairasivarman 
(col. I). 

3. In initial i which occurs very rarely the wedge at the foot of the vertical 
of the Sharada letter has been replaced by a triangle. The two dots are 
placed at the top as in the Sharada. 

4. The initial u occurs in the same form as in the Sharada. Sometimes the 
curve is inordinately lengthened to cover the top of the letter (cols. I & 
II). - 

5. u does not occur independently but is found as a subscript representing 
the medial sign of the vowel. It is the same as initial u with a curve 
attached to it at the back. The letter occurs in the same form in the 
Sharada. 

6. ri which in its initial form is met with only in a couple of inscriptions 
does not differ much from the cerebral t described below. 



7. Initial e with a triangle on the right and a vertical stroke on the left does 
not differ much from the sign of the later Sharada. Only occasionally we 
find the position of the triangle and the vertical reversed. 

8. ai is formed like e with a horizontal stroke representing the length of the 
vowel placed at the top of the letter. In the text of the inscription itself 
the sign represents the initial e. 

9. The initial o does not occur independently but is found in the benedictory 
syllable dm. It is formed like u with a small slanting stroke suspended 
from the top bar on the left. The small stroke gradually becomes a full 
fledged vertical in the later Takari as is the case in the Sharada. 

10. Only one instance of initial ciu formed like o with the flourish of medial 
o over the top is found in the Guroli plate of Vairasivarman (col. I). 

11. anunasika crescent below and the circle in place of the usual dot above 
is found in the Jungrar plate (col. III). In all other inscriptions under 
reference the crescent and the dot occur in reverse order. Same is the 
case in the later Sharada. 

CONSONANTS 

12. k occurs in double looped form though the single looped form of the 
sign with a loop on the left and the downward curve on the right is not 
uncommon. 

13. kh usually denoted by s in the Takari inscriptions has the same form as 
in the Sharada. 

14. In g the distinguishing feature is a triangle in place of the wedge of the 
Sharada letter. 

15. g/j with the right hand vertical protruding downwards does not differ 
materially from the Sharada form of the letter. 

16. The guttural nasal n is found only in ligatures where it is usually the first 
member. Instead of the wedge of the Sharada the letter occurs usually 
with a serif or small upward stroke at the right top end. 





17. The distinguishing feature of c making it look distinct from the Sharada 
form of the letter is the circular loop on the left. The letter occurs both in 
cursive and quadrangular forms. In some instances it is difficult to 
distinguish it from sh (f. cols. III,V). 

18. ch retains its conservative character with two loops but in certain cases 
it assumes the form of the double looped k and the two letters become 
hard to distinguish. 

19. The letter jh does not occur rarely. It consists of two parts. The left part 
resembles the letter r described below and the right comprises two 
connected curves one short and the other lengthened downwards. 

20. The palatal nasal of which only a couple of examples are seen in the 
inscriptions does not occur independently and is usually seen in the 
ligature jn. However, it also occurs as a first member in the ligature nc in 
the Ganguya plate of Ganeshvarman (col. VIII). It differs from the 
Sharada n in two respect. The left hand vertical in cursive and the right 
hand curve moves towards the right instead of slanting downwards as is 
the case in the Sharada. 

21. f shows well developed top bar and occurs both with or without a serif at 
the right end of the top bar. 

22. th represented by a circle retains its archaic form. 

23. d shows material change from the corresponding letter in the Sharada. It 
shows a loop in the middle and a triangle at the lower end representing 
the wedge of the Sharada. 

24. The letter dh shows a prominent loop on the left and a kinc or another 
loop on the right. 

25. The cerebral nasal has the same form as in the Sharada. It mostly occurs 
without left hand tail though the tailed forms are not uncommon. 

26. t the most conservative character in Sharada does not show any significant 
change in Devashesha-Takari as well. 





27. th with well developed top bar is lozenge in shape and the right hand 
vertical usually protrudes downwards. 

28. d occurs with a prominent loop on the left. 

29. The only distinguishing feature in dh is that it has well developed top 
bar. 

30. n does not present anything remarkable save that it sometimes shows a 
loop in the middle (f. col. VII). 

31 . p which occurs throughout without top bar is akin to the Sharada form of 
the letter. 

32. ph retains the old form with the curve on the right turning inwards but 
not forming contact with the base. 

33. b is represented by v as is usually the case in the Sharada and will be 
described subsequently. 

34. bh shows a prominent circular or triangular loop in the middle on the 
left. 

35. In m the distinguishing feature is a loop on the left in place of the knob 
of the Sharada. 

36. y occurs mostly with its top closed though the examples with open top 
are not rare. 

37. In keeping with the predominant trait of Devashesha-Takari shows 
triangular loop in place of the Sharada wedge on the left. 

38. / with a well developed top bar does not materially differ from its Sharada 
counter part. The position of the two curves and their connection with 
the right hand vertical and the top bar present, however, interesting 
varieties. 

39. v with a horizontal top bar and the right hand vertical protruding 
downwards does not differ from the Sharada and Nagari forms of the 
letter. 



40. sh is akin to m but with its top closed by means of a horizontal bar. 

41.5 another conservative letter retains its old form. The only distinguishing 
feature is the downwards lengthening of the right hand vertical. In the 
Devashesha-Takari the letter also represents the letter kh owing to the 
fact that the 5 in the local vernacular is pronounced as kh. 

42. s is akin to m but the loop is generally triangular and not circular as is 
the case with m. 

43. h shows two forms. In one whei'e the letter occurs independently the 
right hand curve usually turns sharply round and moves towards the left. 
In combination with other letters it usually retains its older form. 

44. Viram is represented by a long drawn slanting stroke, occasionally 
vertical, at the right end of the letter. The letters with which the Virama 
occurs retain their full form which is not always the case in the Sharada. 

MEDIAL VOWELS 

1. Medial a is expressed by a serif, by a serif with inverted loop or a looped 
upward stroke or by a short vertical, attached to the right end of the top 
stroke. In case of na, ta, and sometimes ja it is expressed by a curve 
facing down attached to the right top end. In chse of na the curve turns 
round and moves towards the left. In case of ja sometimes the upward 
vertical is attached to the right end of the middle stroke making at times 
contact with the top horizontal. 

2. Medial / and i are expressed in the old fashion by long curves drawn to 
the left and the right of the letter respectively. The curves are at times 
very short (f. col. V) as in the old inscriptions. 

3. Medial u is expressed as in the Sharada in two ways either by a curve 
open to the left attached to the base of the consonant or by a small triangle 
representing the older wedge attached to the foot of the vertical on the 
left. In case of ru it is expressed by a cursive downstroke attached to the 
middle of the letter on the right. 




4. Medial a is also expressed in different ways, either by a sign for initial u 
or two curves placed one below the other or side by side, or by a small 
horizontal stroke with a loop at the right end attached to the foot of the 
vertical on the left. 

5. Medial /• is expressed by an upward curve attached to the foot of the 
vertical or the base of the letter where vertical is absent on the right. 

6. Medial e and ai are expressed by horizontal strokes (one in case of e and 
two in case of ai) placed above the top of the letter. No instance of the 
earlier prishthamatra is found. 

7. Medial o is fashioned as in the Sharada by a flourish (two connected 
small curves) placed above the top of the letter. 

8. The same flourish accompanied by the sign of medial a represents medial 
an. 

LIGATURES 

1. k as the first member of a ligature or accompanied by medial vowels r, u 
ir u assumes a peculiar shape distinct from the sign. Its loops are usually 
missing. It consists of a short horizontal bar in the middle on the left and 
a long drawn downward slanting stroke on the right. In rare cases we 
find small loop instead of the bar on the left (cols. I & II). As second 
member of the ligature it retains its complete form (cf. cols. II, III). 

2. The palatal nasal n occurs in the ligatures jna,jna. it assumes the shape 
of cerebral n without the right hand upward stroke. 

3. r as the first member of the ligatures in rca, rna, rva, rya looses its left 
hand loop as is the case in the Sharada. With other consonants it retains 
its usual shape. In case of rva the sign is inserted into the loop of the 
letter which at times assumes the shape of Devanagari c. 

4. As a second or the third member of the ligature, r is represented by 
horizontal bar attached to the foot of the vertical on the left as is the case 
in the Sharada. Sometimes the stroke has a loop at the upper end and the 



direction also changes from left to the right. This is a peculiar feature of 
the Devashesha-Takari. 

5. As in the Sharada we have peculiar iigature rtha in which r occurs without 
the loop and th is represented by a S like form accompanied by a slanting 
stroke on the right. 

6. Subscribed t and th which usually have the same shape are accompanied 
by a slanting stroke on the right. This stroke sometimes has a loop at the 
upper end. 

7. The subscript y is represented by a curve open to the right. 

8. The subscript dh in the ligature ddha has the same form as the subscript 
looped r. 


